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TWO FORMS OF ART 


Art, for the European or Euro-American is the achievement of beauty trying to 
copy nature as faithfully as possible. Let us say, if a painter saw a buffalo and 
he was impressed by it, he would try to reproduce it as much like the actual 
animal as possible, trying to transfer on canvas or paper all its physical beauty. 


The effort of the Indian artist was also toward the achievement of beauty, 
but in a different way. He never tried to copy the exterior aspect of things, 
but rather tried to express the feelings that his models aroused in him. Thus. 
if the artist saw a buffalo, he wouldn’t reproduce the form of a buffalo, but the 


buffalo as a living creature, possibly emphasizing the eyes, through which the 
buffalo sees, the heart that pumps life through the buffalo’s body, and so on. 
And as many could survive thanks to the buffalo’s meat, he could even portray 
the buffalo’s relation to man by giving him some human attributes like arms and 
hands. 
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We can maybe say that while European art traditionally tries to portray 
forms, American Indian art concentrates most in reproducing feelings and ideas. 


Now, what are these ideas and feelings of the Indians about? Our people 
used to live very close to nature and that’s what most of Indian art portrays: 
nature in all its forms and man as part of it, often mixed with animals, plants 
and other natural phenomena. And as the country varied from area to area; 
from thick woodland to desert and from high mountains to prairies, so the 
Indian, because of his close relation to this country, changed with it, creating 
art of an inexhaustible variety of forms and great beauty. From totem poles 
one hundred feet high to small bone carvings one inch in size, from the biggest 
pyramids on earth, to the delicate embroidery work done with thin moose hair. 
All kinds of material were used: wood, stone, metal, hides, and a great variety 
of techniques. 
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AMERICAN INDIAN GRAPHIC SYMBOLS 
and 
THEIR ADAPTATION IN ART 


By 


Sarain Stump 


Although it is generally accepted that no proper writing was invented and 
used by North American Indians before historic times, it is certain that our 
ancestors supplied their need for a graphic recording system by using ideo- 
grams. These were usually codified symbols, the meaning of which was well 
known by the members of the same tribe or cultural complex. Applied on 
skins they were used to record historic events and locate them in time. These 
documents are usually called ‘‘winter counts’. Compared with European writ- 
ten material covering the same historic period, they have shown a good degree 
of accuracy. Symbols were also drawn on clothing, tipi covers, bags, utensils 
and, in the form of body paintings, on people’s own skin. 


Outside the Plains area, ideograms were used on the materials more 
readily available locally: the Ojibwa Indians and related Algonkians of the 
Great Lakes region fixed on birch bark rolls instructions for the proceedings 
of their complicated ceremonies. 


chips of wood. These were then carried from village to village by means of 
couriers. If the message concerned a particular location and did not need to be 
ved, it was drawn on rock walls. Petroglyphs of such nature are found in 


We 


many areas of the continent. 

: Symbols were not used only to communicate information but, aesthetically 
aye riched, they were arranged in artistic compositions in which meaning and 
ppearance often balanced in importance. Examples are the Wanapum : Wam- 
m) belts of the Iroquois, the capes and collars worn by Wabnaki dignitaries. 
ill and bead embroidery in the Plains and McKenzie Delta region and many 
the ornamental designs on baskets, pottery and textiles of native creation 


roughout the country. 
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In some instances the symbology has been lost and only the forms are left 


for appreciation. 
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